Tales From the Crypt: Do We
Have the Bones of Jesus?

February 26, 2008

The last week in February started out with an incredible
announcement. James Cameron (director of the film Titanic) and
Simcha Jacobovici announced that they have found the bones of
Jesus! At their news conference, they promoted their Discovery
Channel special The “Lost Tomb of Jesus” that will air on

March 4™ and also promoted the book by Simcha Jacobovici and
Charles Pellegrino entitled The Jesus Family Tomb: The
Discovery, the Investigation, and the Evidence That Could
Change History released by Harper-Collins.

If proved reliable, these findings would call into question
the very cornerstone of Christianity: the resurrection of
Jesus. But are they true?

The foundational claim is that they have discovered the family
tomb of Jesus Christ. Is this really the tomb of Jesus or his
family? There are many good reasons to believe this tomb has
no relationship at all to Jesus and his family. Many are
asking what to think about these claims. Therefore, I put
together a quick two-page summary of some of the criticisms
and concerns that surfaced in the first few hours after the
announcement. Before we look at those criticisms, let’s first
review the history of this tomb.

We have known about this tomb since it was discovered in 1980.
Back then, Israeli construction workers were digging the
foundation for a new building in a Jerusalem suburb. Their
digging revealed a cave with ten 1limestone ossuaries.
Archeologists removed the limestone caskets for examination.

When they were able to decipher the names on the ten
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ossuaries, they found: Jesua, son of Joseph, Mary, Mary,
Mathew, Jofa and Judah, son of Jesua. At the time, one of
Israel’s most prominent archeologists (Professor Amos Kloner)
didn’t associate the crypt with Jesus. He rightly argued that
the father of Jesus was a humble carpenter who couldn’t afford
a luxury crypt for his family. Moreover, the names on the
crypt were common Jewish names.

None of this has stopped Cameron and Jacobovici from promoting
the tomb as the family tomb of Jesus. They claim to have
evidence (through DNA tests, archeological evidence, and
Biblical studies) to prove that the ten ossuaries belong to
Jesus and his family. They also argue that Jesus and Mary
Magdalene might have produced a son named Judah. However, a
number of biblical scholars say this is really just an old
story now being recycled in an effort to create a media
phenomenon that will sell books and guarantee a large audience
for the television special.

First, does it really make sense that this would be the family
tomb of Jesus? Remember that Jesus was in Jerusalem as a
pilgrim and was not a resident of the city. How would his
family be able to buy this tomb? As we already mentioned,
Joseph (who had probably already died in Galilee) and his
family did not have the funds to buy such an elaborate burial
site. Moreover, they were from out of town and would need time
to find this tomb location. To accept this theory, one has to
believe they stole the body of Jesus and moved it to this tomb
in a suburb of Jerusalem all within about a day’s time.

Second, if this is the family tomb of Jesus and his family,
why 1is Jesus referred to as the son of Joseph? As far as we
can determine from history, the earliest followers of Jesus
never called Jesus the son of Joseph. The record of history 1is
that it was only outsiders who mistakenly called him that.

Third, if this is the family tomb of Jesus, why do we have the
name of Matthew listed with the rest of the family? If this is



the Matthew that traveled with Jesus, then he certainly was
not a family member. And you would have to wonder why James
(who remained in Jerusalem) would allow these inscriptions as
well as allow the family to move the body from Jerusalem to
this tomb and perpetrate a hoax that Jesus bodily rose from
the grave. Also, the fourth-century church historian Eusebius
writes that the body of James (the half-brother of Jesus) was
buried alone near the temple mount and that his tomb was
visited in the early centuries.

Fourth, there is the problem with the common names on the
tombs. Researchers have cataloged the most common names at the
time. The ten most common were: Simon/Simeon, Joseph, Eleazar,
Judah, John/Yohanan, Jesus, Hananiah, Jonathan, Matthew, and
Manaen/Menahem. These are some of the names found on the
ossuaries and thus suggest that the tomb belonged to someone
other than Jesus of Nazareth and his family. In fact, the name
Jesus appears in 98 other tombs and on 21 other ossuaries.

Finally there is the question of the DNA testing. Apparently
there is evidence that shows that the DNA from the woman (in
what they say is the Mary Magdalene ossuary) and the DNA from
the so-called Jesus ossuary does not match. So they argue that
they were not relatives and thus must have been married.

But does the DNA evidence really prove that? It does not prove
she is his wife. In fact, we really dont even know who in the
ossuaries are related to the other. Moreover, we do not have
an independent DNA control sample to compare these findings
with. At best, the DNA evidence shows that some of these
people are related and some are not.

All of this looks like sensationalism from Simcha Jacobovici
(who has a reputation as an Indiana-Jones type) and James
Cameron (the director of the highly fictionalized Titanic).
The publicity s certain to sell books and draw a television
audience, but it is not good history or archaeology.
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Follow-up from Kerby 2/28/07

My commentary was a brief (two-page) summary of some of the
criticisms and concerns that many people surfaced in the first
few hours after the announcement. Now that we have a few days
of reflection on the claims by James Cameron and Simcha
Jacobovici, I think we can begin to provide an even more
detailed perspective.

Here are some good commentaries and blogs posted by experts in
the field as well some news articles that quote these people.
Some of these experts have been able to see the Discovery
Channel special “The Lost Tomb of Jesus” and thus can give
even more detail than I was able to do when I first wrote my
commentary on Monday, February 26. The first two links are for
commentaries by Dr. Darrell Bock, Dallas Theological Seminary.
He was on my radio program “Point of View” and provided some
great insight. The next link is for a commentary by Ben
Witherington, Asbury Theological Seminary. The following three
are news articles quoting from experts:

Hollywood Hype: The Oscars and Jesus’ Family Tomb, What do
they share?
http://dev.bible.org/bock/node/106

No need to yell, only a challenge for some who need to step up
and could:
http://dev.bible.org/bock/node/107

The Jesus Tomb? Titanic Talpiot tomb theory sunk from the
start:
benwitherington.blogspot.com/2007/02/jesus-tomb-titanic-

talpiot-tomb-theory.html

‘Jesus tomb’ documentary ignores biblical & scientific
evidence, logic, experts say
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http://www.bpnews.net/bpnews.asp?ID=25053

Ten reason why the Jesus tomb claim is bogus:
http://tinyurl.com/2rmj8a

Remains of the Day: Scholars dismiss filmmakers’ assertions
that Jesus and his family were buried in Jerusalem:
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2007/februaryweb-only/109-
33.0.html

Kerby Anderson
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